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Letter from the Editor
Welcome to the 2017 edition of The Undergraduate Spectrum, a journal showcasing the
rich diversity of artistic and rhetorical practice at Saint Mary’s College of California. Published
here are winners of the 27th annual Newman Awards for writing in Collegiate Seminar and the
29th annual Spectrum Awards for writing in the disciplines. In bringing the Seminar writing of
The Undergraduate together with the disciplinary writing of Spectrum, this journal illustrates the
functional differences in method, tone, style, and organization that distinguish writing in the
disciplines even as it manifests the formal principles of expression that undergird communication
in any context.
Each year, the difficult task of narrowing the field of blind submissions requires much
serious deliberation by our diverse panel of judges, consisting of both professors from across
the curriculum and student Writing Advisers in the Center for Writing Across the Curriculum
(CWAC). Accordingly, we extend our deepest appreciation to all the professors who nominated
their students’ writing in 2016, to all the students who submitted their own writing, and to all
the judges who gave of their time and wisdom during the selection process.
Following the first round of selection, a staged editing process, mirroring that which
occurs when writers work with professional publications, brings finalists to CWAC to work
with a Writing Adviser as they revise their work through three drafts. Working with Advisers,
finalists review both idea- and sentence-level issues and refine and resubmit their pieces for final
consideration. Winning texts are then selected from among these finalists.
This year marks the fourth in which students from the practicum course Communication
190 applied principles of copy-editing and design learned in the classroom to the publication
of this journal. Communication 190 fosters a creative environment for Saint Mary’s students
to produce this publication, and we are grateful for the collaboration and support of the
Communication Department, particularly Chair Dan Leopard, in helping us shape this course.
We are also grateful for the contributions of the student artists whose visual works grace
these pages and to Art and Art History Department Chair Peter Freund for his commitment to
this journal. Please see page 78 for guidelines for both art and writing submissions.
Joe Zeccardi
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The Interplay of Knowledge and Experience
in Lucretius, Boethius, and Saint Augustine
Olivia Brophy
The source of knowledge is a subject that has been studied by innumerable scholars across
the centuries. Knowledge is many things, but most notably it is the facts and skills deemed necessary
for going about life. The desire to acquire knowledge is almost universal, but what exactly an
individual regards as knowledge is often colored by their own worldview. This is made clear in
Lucretius’ On the Nature of the Universe, Boethius’ The Consolation of Philosophy, and Saint Augustine’s
Confessions. While each of these authors demonstrates their varying views on what knowledge they
consider to be most pertinent to their own lives, they all demonstrate that experience is a paramount
source of that knowledge. Thus, the common theme in the writings of Lucretius, Boethius, and
Augustine is that the true acquisition of knowledge comes as a result of experience.
In On the Nature of the Universe, Lucretius uses logic to demonstrate the importance of
experience in coming to know our surroundings. When arguing for the existence of empty space
in our world, Lucretius calls upon his readers to recall all the times they’ve seen moving objects
in their lives. He then uses logic to augment their power of observation, stating “if there were no
empty space, these things would be denied the power of restless movement – or rather, they could
not possibly have come into existence, embedded as they would have been in motionless matter”
(71). Here, Lucretius demonstrates the importance of experience in achieving knowledge. The
concept he is trying to prove would be difficult to understand without this emphasis on experience.
In providing support from observations that are accessible to readers, Lucretius is able to sufficiently
advance his point. Furthermore, his examples give his readers the tools with which they can go into
the world and achieve the same knowledge themselves.
Another example of Lucretius’ reliance on experience to generate knowledge is seen in
his argument that it is impossible for anything to be made out of nothing. In pursuing this goal, he
draws upon the life cycles of plants and animals, demonstrating that “since each [species] is formed
out of specific seeds, it is born and emerges into the sunlit world only from a place where there exists
the right material [for growth]…” (67). Specifically, he cites the emergence of “roses… in spring…
grain in summer’s heat… grapes under the spell of autumn” (67). These concrete examples of
creation demonstrate Lucretius’ belief in the importance of experience for obtaining knowledge.
His readers were not all farmers, but it is conceivable they were familiar with farming and animal
husbandry practices out of necessity. By extension, the life cycles he relies upon would have been
observable. Either way, Lucretius’ use of concrete examples is beneficial for advancing his otherwise
intangible arguments, and also demonstrates his reliance upon experience to achieve knowledge.
This dependence is something that he encourages readers to cultivate through the use of relatable
examples.
Boethius’ The Consolation of Philosophy emphasizes that acquiring knowledge is dependent
on the application of what one has been taught. Thus, knowledge is dependent not only upon
lessons themselves, but also on contextualizing those lessons through experience. One of Boethius’
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characters, Lady Philosophy, states “this man used to explore and reveal Nature’s secret causes. Now
he lies here, bound down by heavy chains, the light of his mind gone out…” (118). Lady Philosophy’s
emphasis on the necessity of exploration for obtaining knowledge can be understood as underscoring
the relationship between knowledge and experience. This is a slight departure from Lucretius’
understanding of the relationship between those two concepts. Lady Philosophy demonstrates that
knowledge and experience are mutually beneficial only when one’s mind is open to their connection.
Boethius’ mind is “bound by heavy chains” (118). This circumstance comes as a result of the fact that
he has stopped applying what he has learned through experience.
Lady Philosophy’s esteem for experience in facilitating knowledge is illustrated clearly in
another reprimand she gives to Boethius. While in prison, he laments his separation from his library,
something he clearly equates with knowledge (120). Lady Philosophy responds to these complaints by
saying that the important elements of knowledge don’t lie within the confines of a decorated library,
but “in your [Boethius’] mind. For there I have placed not books but that which gives value to books,
the ideas which are found in my writings” (125). This declaration serves to emphasize once again
that knowledge comes as a result of the application of
ideas to experiences. Without this process, the lessons
that the books represent would be worthless. Thus,
through the character of Lady Philosophy, Boethius
highlights the vital relationship between knowledge
and experience.
Unlike the works of Boethius and Lucretius,
Augustine’s Confessions focuses on the connection
between knowledge and the divine. Augustine makes
a distinction between types of knowledge and their relative utility. Despite these differences, he
still holds experiences as vitally important for the formation of knowledge. While lamenting the
loss of time to the study of unworthy things, Augustine writes, “I believe you [God] wanted me to
encounter them before I came to study your scriptures… if you had made me know your sweetness
by familiarity with them [scriptures], and I thereafter met those volumes, perhaps they would have
snatched me away from the solid foundation of piety” (130). Augustine is stating that his knowledge
of God would have suffered if it had not been for the exposure he had to other, seemingly less
honorable pursuits of knowledge.
Augustine’s regard for the roles played by God and by experience in regards to knowledge
is made clear through his recollections of his school days. In discussing those sometimes painful
memories, Augustine writes that “…free curiosity has greater power to stimulate learning than
rigorous coercion… Nevertheless… curiosity… is channeled by discipline under your laws, God…
Your laws have the power to temper bitter experiences in a constructive way” (17). Obtaining
knowledge, then, is just as dependent upon the willful actions of the individual as it is upon God. If
individuals fail to act upon their curiosity, then the knowledge that Augustine describes God as being
capable of granting would not be realized. To Augustine, this is unthinkable, as he holds knowledge
derived from God in the highest esteem. Without his experience “wasting” time on pursuing ungodly
knowledge, Augustine would not have been able to benefit from God’s “constructive” guidance.
Thus, although focused on a different form of knowledge than Boethius and Lucretius, Augustine’s

Lady Philosophy
demonstrates that
knowledge and experience
are mutually beneficial
only when one’s mind is
open to their connection.
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work emphasizes the importance of the interrelated natures of experience and knowledge.
The origin of knowledge has been a focus of many scholars from all walks of life. Boethius,
Saint Augustine, and Lucretius all demonstrate devotion to this subject. Although their writings are
influenced by their divergent worldviews, each of these authors stresses the importance of the intersection
of experience and knowledge. The consensus of their writings is that the most valuable knowledge
is that which is contextualized through experiences. Their highlighting of this concept should leave
readers feeling empowered, because they show that knowledge is accessible to all. Continued growth
is possible because each new experience opens the door to the acquisition of knowledge.
Works Cited
Boethius. “The consolation of philosophy.” Western Tradition I. Acton, MA: XanEdu, 2014. 116129. Print.
Lucretius. “On the nature of the universe.” Western Tradition I. Acton, MA: XanEdu, 2014. 64-94.
Print.
Saint Augustine. Confessions. Trans. Henry Chadwick. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008. Print.

Author’s Note
When my professor handed out the assignment sheet for the argumentative essay in my Seminar
002 class, I had mixed feelings. My immediate reaction was to worry about the process of determining the
essay topic. As a lover of research, however, I was excited at the prospect of having time to methodically
comb through the texts and build an argument — a very different set of skills from those that fast-paced
Seminar discussions help to cultivate. My decision to focus on knowledge and experience comes from my
own love of learning, and a desire to better understand the views of philosophers who have come before me.
This essay is the result of many hours spent on the floor of my room surrounded by my notes,
and one sunny afternoon in the corner of a coffee shop, but would not have been possible without the
help of many people. Thank you to my family whose hard work and dedication to education enables
me to be here at Saint Mary’s College. Thank you for supporting, loving, and guiding me. You are my
inspiration every day. I’d also like to thank my professor, Lori Spicher, for believing in the potential of
my essay and encouraging me to pursue publication. Thank you to my roommate, Kate, for reminding
me to eat while writing and revising, and for listening to me read those sentences that “just didn’t sound
right”. Thank you to David Zumwalt, my writing adviser, who helped me polish the rougher edges of
the essay. This essay wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for the role that each of you played in this process. For
that I’m indebted to you!
I’m a second year student majoring in Global and Regional Studies and Spanish. I’m currently
the Community Leader for the on-campus Lasallian Living Learning Community, and served as
a Weekend of Welcome Leader this past summer. After graduating, I’d like to spend a year or two
doing service work before pursuing an advanced degree that would allow me to have a career either in
education or the non-profit sector. When not studying or working, I love to write, cook, do yoga, and
hike around the Bay Area. I also enjoy spending weekends on nearby beaches, and am hoping to go
backpacking near Point Reyes with friends this summer.
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Growing Up, Then Growing Old: The
Uncoupling of Innocence and Maturity
Rosemary Cook
All children, at one time or another, grow up. This is a process that is often recorded in literature
as an analysis of the development of a person physically and emotionally. In coming of age, young
children experience two distinct changes: the loss of innocence and acquisition of maturity. These are
often regarded as a single event in a child’s life because, if not for traumatic change, they naturally
and gradually happen alongside one another over the course of a child’s young adulthood. However,
when children find themselves in the throes of extreme social change such as war, manipulative abuse,
or colonization, there is a forced disconnection of these phenomena caused by an early corruption
of innocence that predates maturation. In their respective texts, Gabriel García Márquez, Marjane
Satrapi, and Chinua Achebe explore how these hallmarks of becoming an adult do not always happen
simultaneously and should not be regarded as synonymous. These stories conceptualize innocence
as ignorance of adult themes and ideas whereas maturity necessitates the ability to fully process and
understand these concepts and their implications. Both can be prompted by social situations that force
them to think about their realities in new and illuminating ways. Nevertheless, an experience of a certain
reality does not guarantee that the person who undergoes it will be able to understand, articulate, or act
on what they now know about the world. Herein lies the distinction between innocence and maturity.
Losing one’s innocence only requires that the person see, hear, or learn something they did not already
know about life. Maturity demands the development of a person mentally and physically into an
autonomous thinker and actor, able to account for oneself independent of authoritative influences
in their lives. Exposure to adult themes and ideas is inevitable for children living through periods
of tumultuous social changes and serves as a catalyst for Marji, Nwoye, and Eréndira to lose their
innocence before they are mature, thus uncoupling these two milestones.
In her autobiographical graphic novel Persepolis, Satrapi details her experience growing up
in Iran during the Islamic Revolution. From the ages of six to fourteen she is privy to a great deal
of information and experiences that cause her innocence to dissipate early in her life. From her
parents’ openness, her classmates, and the continual news updates that echo through her home,
Marji learns of death, rebellion, and torture. For example, when her parents invite two friends to
dinner, men recently released from prison, they talk in detail about the suffering they endured while
jailed. As they casually converse about being whipped with electric cables, burned by cigarettes, and
having their fingernails pulled out, Marji listens in wonder. She is especially disturbed by the use of
a household iron as a torture device, a purpose that she “never imagined” for that appliance (59).
She acknowledges how listening to such conversation strips her of her innocence when she claims
that her parents “forgot to spare me this experience” (59). This suggests that innocence refers to a
person’s ignorance of complex social phenomena such as cruelty, death, and war. By this definition,
a loss of innocence occurs when a person is exposed to these adult themes and ideas. This happens
early for Marji because the whole world around her is changing as the government is overturned
and all people, adults and children alike, struggle to understand themselves in a new social context.
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Thus, Marji’s loss of innocence comes long before her acquisition of maturity. When, at twelve
years old, she is trying to fit in and make friends at school, Marji skips her physical education class
to go to a burger restaurant with three older girls. She explains that “I had already broken the rules
once by going to the demonstration in ’79. This was the second time” (111). At ten years old, Marji
insists on attending the political demonstration because she “finally understood the reasons” for
the revolution: the difference between social classes (38). Her second misdeed, cutting class to hang
out with teenagers, is childish and minor in comparison. While Marji is exposed to the realities of
politics in her country, she is too young to fully understand the relationship between actions and
consequences, delayed gratification, and obedience: all cornerstones of maturity and adulthood.
Additionally, Marji is not yet mature enough to properly understand the implications of
torture and war in an adult way. She appropriates the information in ways befitting to her age: leading
her friends in making fun of the suffering of martyrs, wishing her father would be arrested so she could
consider him a hero, likening her mother’s strict parenting to the oppressive dictatorship of the country,
and using the stories of torture as “new ideas for games” (53). These actions all betray her limited
understanding of corrupt politics, punishment, justice, and their serious consequences. Her maturation
begins later, when she starts to question her previously held ideals and truly understand the concepts
she has been exposed to. Early in the novel, Marji tells her father that “I love the king, he was chosen by
God!” a belief taught to her by “my teacher and God himself ” (19). Marji later questions the authority
of these two figures when events in Iran that she thought she understood make clear the harsh realities
of revolution. When the regime is overthrown, Marji is shocked to hear her teacher instruct the class
to remove the Shah’s photo from their textbooks and chastise her for speaking of the time when “[the
teacher] was the one who told us that the Shah was chosen by God!” (44). Similarly, when Marji’s
uncle Anoosh is killed, she yells at God in a blatant rejection of what she once believed. While she had
once felt safe in God’s care, coming to terms with the realities of the changing world forces her to truly
understand the concepts of death and war independent of other’s opinions.
Achebe’s novel Things Fall Apart adds depth to the understanding of a deficit of innocence as
a result of exposure to ideas and values typically beyond a child’s comprehension. The novel depicts
the consequences of colonization for the Ibo village of Umuofia in Nigeria and the ways the sudden
descent of Europeans drastically affects their culture and worldview, especially that of Okonkwo
and his family. The traditional Ibo culture does not allow children to remain innocent for very long.
Okonkwo constantly prods his eldest son, Nwoye, to learn how to be a violent, commanding leader
even at a young age:
Okonkwo encouraged the boys to sit with him in his obi, and he told them stories of the
land—masculine stories of violence and bloodshed. Nwoye knew that it was right to be
masculine and to be violent, but somehow he still preferred the stories that his mother used
to tell... but he now knew that they were for foolish women and children, and he knew that
his father wanted him to be a man. And so he feigned that he no longer cared for women’s
stories. (Achebe 53-54)
Nwoye, like Marji, is able to identify how these stories of the tribal wars and brutal murders his father
engages in differ from the folktales his mother told him and the other young children. However, Nwyoe
does not have the language and critical thinking skills to specifically explain why he prefers the children’s
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stories; he is not mature enough to completely understand the implications of this masculinity training.
Nwoye is pleased by how grown-up he feels whenever he is entrusted to “do one of those difficult and
masculine tasks in the home, like splitting wood or pounding food” and can “feign annoyance and
grumble aloud about women and their troubles” as he sees his elders do (52). While he is aware of these
adult behaviors, Nwoye treats these actions as a game of make-believe, showing how the reality of what
it means to be a man in Ibo culture does not yet register within his young mind.
With the murder of Ikemefuna, Nwoye’s loss of innocence is complete as he is exposed to
the real consequences of his father’s reliance on aggressive masculinity. He knows instantly what has
happened to his beloved friend and “something seemed to give way inside of him, like the snapping
of a tightened bow,” a feeling he could only remember experiencing one other time when two twins
were left out in the forest to die during the harvest season (61). He finds himself changed by these
two tragedies, but still cannot articulate what about the morality of his tribe’s traditions disturbs
him so deeply. This inability to understand what he has experienced differentiates between his lack
of innocence and full maturation: he knows something is wrong, but has no way of knowing what
it is or how to fix it. It is not until the arrival of the missionaries that Nwoye matures by finding an
alternative to his culture’s violent laws that have left him suffering. Nwoye is one of the first to convert
to Christianity when the European missionaries come to reform the Ibo people of Umuofia:
It was not the mad logic of the Trinity that captivated him. He did not understand it. It was
the poetry of the new religion, something felt in the marrow... seemed to answer a vague
and persistent question that haunted his young soul—the question of the twins crying in the
bush and the question of Ikemefuna who was killed. (147)
Nwoye exhibits the beginning stages of maturity by acting independently of those with authority over
him, but he still relies on the protection and fatherly care of the missionaries in a way that halts his full
adult development. Though he is exposed to these new religious ideas and is not completely innocent in
that regard, he does not fully grasp the “mad logic” behind this new creed to which he ascribes. Instead
he trusts a childish instinct that this new way of life will help him better comprehend what he finds strange
about the practices of his tribe. Nevertheless, his conscious decision to defy one source of authority and
trade it for another shows an advanced, adult understanding of how his own individual needs differ from
that of his parents. Maturity thus does not have to be complete, but begins when the child can make an
informed choice in their own self-interest to achieve a change in their personal reality.
Similarly, Márquez’s tale of Innocent Eréndira and her Heartless Grandmother defines a loss of
innocence as premature exposure to the adult concepts of sex and manipulation that is separate
from the moment of maturation. Eréndira, at the age of fourteen, accidentally sets fire to the house
in which she and her grandmother live, and is forced to repay the debt by working as a prostitute.
The first sale of her body to a widower in town is traumatic, and she fights to get away to no avail.
She “succumbed to terror, lost consciousness, and remained as if fascinated by the moonbeams
from a fish that was floating through the storm air, while the widower undressed her” (Márquez
9). In this story, the loss of innocence is thus manifested in the loss of virginity, the experience of
sexual relations usually reserved for consenting adults. When Eréndira meets Ulises, his innocence is
contrasted with her lack thereof and being in the presence of someone so naïve “changed not only
her mood but her character” (22). She guides him in a parental way, reassuring Ulises that “that’s the
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way it always is the first time. Afterwards you won’t even notice” (21). Eréndira’s knowledge of sex is
considered an absence of innocence, as she can reassure someone ignorant of this adult activity from
a standpoint of personal experience.
Eréndira is also made aware of the cruelty
of her grandmother’s manipulation but, like Nwoye,
finds herself powerless to react against it. When her
grandmother estimates that Eréndira would be able
to repay her debt in just under nine years, Eréndira
“did not reproach her grandmother, but she had to
hold back her tears” (16). Her tearful reaction betrays
awareness of her mistreatment by her demanding
grandmother and the men who use her for sexual
release, but Eréndira’s restraint is a product of her grandmother’s efforts to normalize her situation
and maximize profit. Eréndira accepts her reality at face-value, telling Ulises matter-of-factly that
she “can’t leave for ten years” and that “no one can leave for anywhere without her grandmother’s
permission” (36). Her relatively unquestioning compliance with what her grandmother tells her to
do betrays her immaturity; she cannot discern between what is and what should be. While a child
understands authority to be absolute, a mature adult can identify unsafe and damaging situations
and imagine a different outcome for themselves regardless of what others might tell them. Eréndira
displays the beginnings of maturation when she seizes the opportunity to act independently and
allow herself to conceive and plan for a future different from her dreadful present. When Eréndira
is freed by the death of her grandmother, “her face suddenly acquired all the maturity of an older
person which her twenty years of misfortune had not given her” (58). She finds the strength to
abandon Ulises, whose companionship could potentially be an extension of her life as a sex slave,
and run away. Evidently, her early exposure to sex and the dark truths of exploitation and violence
does not presuppose that she can make sense of what is happening to her and act contrary to sources
of authority as an adult would; it does not guarantee her maturity. This only comes in the final scene
of the story when she is able to display independent thinking and decision making.
These three authors compose stories of children who challenge the common notion that
loss of innocence and maturation happen simultaneously. They depict young characters whose
innocence is stripped away quickly by the greater social change happening in their world, yet
Eréndira, Marji, and Nwyoe do not display key abilities characteristic of developing adolescents
until much later. Though they are exposed to the adult concepts of sex, war, death, colonization,
and rebellion, they do not immediately make sense of these in a mature way. They appropriate
this knowledge in childish ways, making them into games or retaining criticisms of adult practices
within themselves. When Eréndira, Marji, and Nwyoe begin questioning the authority of their
elders, considering critically their reality, and making decisions independent of those with power
over them they begin maturing. As they are still unquestionably young in their stories, we do not
see their adulthood completely manifested. Still it is clear that the presence of great social change
is a catalyst for their early loss of innocence while their acquirement of maturity is delayed. These
concepts of early life development do not address the same facets of the process of coming of age,
and are thus not always simultaneous. Whenever it happens, coming of age challenges youth to

Maturity thus does not
have to be complete, but
begins when the child can
make an informed choice
in their own self-interest to
achieve a change in their
personal reality.
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understand themselves and take responsibility for their place in the world after being exposed to
its imperfections. Though kids may not comprehend everything that happens around them, they
are receptive to it nonetheless, and it affects them in profound ways. They continuously absorb
information about their social position, parents, and changing circumstances and attempt to make
sense of it all as they age, thus undergoing a loss of innocence and the beginnings of maturation at
varying times relative to their experience in the social world.
Works Cited
Achebe, Chinua. Things Fall Apart. 1958. New York: Anchor, 1994. Print.
Márquez, Gabriel García. Innocent Eréndira and Other Stories. 1972. Trans. Gregory Rabassa. New
York: Perennial Classics, 2005. Print.
Satrapi, Marjane. Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood. New York: Pantheon, 2004. Print.

Author’s Note
As a life-long avid reader I grew up alongside the protagonists of coming-of-age literature. I
remember fondly the simplicity of my childhood and how my own exposure to themes of the adult
world was often catalyzed by the stories and experiences of fictional friends. Though my mother
maintains that I was born responsible and more mature than my peers at a young age, to this day I
still snack on graham crackers and chocolate milk and insist that Santa Claus is real. There was never
a doubt in my mind that you could be fully mature while maintaining a childlike wonderment for
life, so it seemed equally reasonable that the opposite could be true: a child could lose some of that
innocence before fully developing the adult capabilities of taking care of oneself and understanding
deep realities. The Seminar texts I have explored in this essay introduce this idea through the lens of
some deeply challenged kids who learn to take responsibility for their own place in an unstable world
long after they are exposed its imperfections. We are all tasked with this at some point in our aging.
As a sociologist, I have always been interested in the social constructions of seemingly individualized
phenomena and enjoy applying theory to literature as a means to understand the real world. I hope
readers continue to question our understandings of social processes and remain at least somewhat
innocent, long into adulthood.
Many thanks to Professor David Arndt who pushed me to leave my comfortable authorship
routine by writing an exploratory essay and to the students in my Seminar 104 class who provided
challenging perspectives and rich discussion from which the ideas expressed in my writing originated.
Also to Professor Mary Volmer for her continued guidance and willingness to advise the adviser.
It was from her kitchen table that this, and other successful papers of my academic career, were
written. I am also grateful to the writing advisors in the Center for Writing Across the Curriculum
who believed in this essay even in its early stages of editing and who provided this opportunity for
publication to hopeful academics like myself. As always, I owe the utmost gratitude to my friends and
family who show support through late nights, synonym suggestions, and the constant rereading of
drafts. They are as relieved as I am when a paper reaches its final form and through the years have
never failed to keep me young at heart.
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A Method for Understanding the Foreign:
Using Descartes to Critique Las Casas
Alex Kushner
René Descartes seemingly does not have a great deal to say about how people should
interact with cultures other than their own. Though he briefly discusses having traveled for some
time, his Discourse on Method is largely comprised of deductions he has made internally and in
solitude. In sharp contrast, Bartolomé de las Casas, in A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies,
is a writer interacting with the world and hoping to make it a better place. It could well be argued
that Las Casas does more for persecuted voices than Descartes ever could; Las Casas has gone to
live in a foreign culture and, instead of keeping with the common practice of viewing difference as
an indicator of inferiority, seems to want to impart a universally positive image of the peoples he
encounters. However, in his desire to propagate an idyllic portrait of Indian life before the Spaniards,
Las Casas is given to a pernicious tendency to reduce and simplify the lives of the very people he is
trying to protect and enhance. This kind of surface-level learning and observation can hurt more
than help a culture; as will be shown, Las Casas’ basic cultural assumptions make him blind to
potential solutions which would better serve the Indians. It is these unconscious assumptions to
which Descartes wants to alert his reader. In his Discourse, Descartes argues that before we assume
knowledge, we first need to question our basic assumptions and make sure that we are building
upon a solid, sensible, and supported foundation. Following from this idea, he also argues that all
cultures are similar in that these kinds of ingrained assumptions regarding things like “truth” and
“value” are based on custom rather than any kind of universal or unchanging foundational truth.1
In this way, Descartes provides his reader with two essential tools to examine the way culture
works: he is advocating that his readers question their initial impressions about new cultures while
also examining their beliefs and opinions about her own culture. Thus, while Las Casas displays
an admirable open-mindedness about the culture which he encounters, Descartes ultimately offers
a method of approaching foreign people that promotes more curiosity, learning, and potential for
peaceful coexistence.
The idea that a man sitting alone in a room has more insight into how to combat inequality
and racism than a man such as Las Casas is, admittedly, counter-intuitive. Las Casas makes it his
mission to raise awareness about injustice and inequality, and he seems to do so with the explicit
desire to affect meaningful societal changes. In A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies, he hopes
to convince the King of Spain of the horrific immorality of the Spanish presence in the Indies. In
the final lines of the book he states, “And, to date, the Crown has not shown itself strong enough
to put a stop to these injustices [referring to Indian genocide], because everyone, young and old
alike… is either openly or in secret a fortune-hunter… and all such fortunes are made at the expense
of the local people” (130). Here, Las Casas is blunt and to the point: the Spanish are committing
1

It is important to note that Descartes is not arguing for cultural relativism (although the seeds of such an
epistemology can be found in the initial parts of his argument). Ultimately he will end up saying that there are
verifiable, objective, and universal truths that all humans can reach consensus on.
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mass murder and they are doing so simply to pad their own pockets. He hopes that his words will
galvanize the King and other officials to intervene and halt this genocide. In essence, Las Casas has
ventured out into the world, come into contact with another culture, witnessed events that he deems
abhorrent, and written back to people in Europe whom he thinks might be able to stop these events.
Inarguably, his aim is to better the living conditions of a persecuted group of people, and he appears
to at least make convincing arguments to that end.
However, lying beneath the surface of these seemingly benevolent sentiments is a
tremendous and dangerous presumptuousness that potentially does more harm than good. As
progressive and humane as Las Casas may be, he nonetheless views the Indian people in absolute
and greatly simplified terms which actually serve to preclude a real understanding of Indian
culture. In the opening lines of his book, he describes Indians as such: “God made all the people of
this area, many and varied as they are, as open and as innocent as can be imagined. The simplest
people in the world – unassuming, long-suffering, unassertive, and submissive – they are without
malice or guile…” (9). Here, the use of words like “innocent” and “unassuming,” while having
positive connotations, also carry with them a powerful infantilizing quality — these are people who
“know” less about the world than Europeans. Similarly, their “submissive” and “long-suffering”
nature helps Las Casas characterize the Indians as tragic and in need of saving. While this may
be a pragmatic way of getting the King’s attention, it also imagines the Indians as fundamentally
lacking the means for their own survival. Nested in the word “innocent” is another important
presupposition that Las Casas goes on to make explicit: these people would be better off if they were
taught how to be Christians.
They are innocent and pure in mind and have a lively intelligence, all of which makes them
particularly receptive to learning and understanding the truths of our Catholic faith and
to being instructed in virtue… I have time and again met Spanish laymen who have been
so struck by the natural goodness that shines through these people that they frequently can
be heard to exclaim: “These would be the most blessed people on earth if only they were
given the chance to convert to Christianity”. (11)
For Las Casas, the Indians are tragic figures because they seem so ripe for conversion — “think of
all the wasted Christian potential,” he says to his Spanish reader. Conspicuously absent in either of
these passages, however, is any mention of what Indian culture is actually like. It is only described
in terms of what it is lacking — Christianity. So, not only does Las Casas situate Indians as
fundamentally lesser than Europeans in terms of their knowledge, he also ignores the most obvious
solution to the problem at hand: that the Indians do not need Christianity at all; that their culture
is simply different from but not inferior to that of the Europeans; that conversion need not be the
ultimate aim of European presence in the New World.
The damage done by Las Casas is both immediate and long term. The most obvious
means of helping the Indians right away — to get the Europeans far away from them — is ruled out
because he believes that exposure to Christianity is necessary for salvation in this life and beyond.
Taking a wider view of the situation, and admitting that he probably could not have written anything
that would have actually changed the minds of the Spanish immediately, Las Casas is enacting
typical colonialist tendencies to envision the colonized as primitive, different, and fundamentally
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inferior. They are nothing more than a blank slate which the Europeans can either choose to sculpt
or destroy. Las Casas’ text illustrates the process whereby unquestioned assumptions lead directly to
the dehumanization of that which is foreign. It is this diseased logic to which Descartes supplies an
antidote.
Although he is not critiquing Las Casas’ account directly, Descartes’ Discourse seeks to
address epistemological fallacies such as those that Las Casas brought to bear on the Indian people.
Descartes does so not by explicitly refuting the points
Las Casas makes, but instead by taking issue with the
method by which he arrives at his conclusions about the
Indians. Descartes is deeply invested in the notion that,
whenever possible, humans should endeavor to base
their judgements on foundations as solid as possible. As
a metaphorical example, he demonstrates how a city
that is completely planned out from the beginning is
“more attractive and better ordered than those which
many architects have to tried to patch up by using old walls that had been built for other purposes”
(53). In other words, we should always think critically about our foundational assumptions before
we begin to “build” on them by and arrive at new conclusions. This circumspect stance towards
knowledge is something that he encourages readers to employ on their own foundational beliefs,
as he says “I learned not to believe anything too firmly of which I had been persuaded only by
example and custom” (53). Descartes wants his reader to be wary of anything they have been told to
believe from birth without questioning. Already it is possible to see how his views could have guided
Las Casas to make different conclusions; all of his opinions about how the Spanish should proceed
in the New World are based on his own learned, societal notion that Christianity is necessary for
all human beings. In cleaving so closely to this belief — an axiom which he has been brought to
“only by example and custom” — Las Casas obfuscates better solutions, and, as Descartes says, falls
victim to “errors that can darken our natural light and render us less able to listen to reason” (53).
Descartes also provides a remedy for Las Casas’ above-mentioned colonialist tendencies
by making the astute observation that the beliefs which different cultures hold are, in many ways,
arbitrarily decided upon. He says, on the subject of whether or not mass opinion can steer men
towards epistemic certainty:

Las Casas’ text illustrates
the process whereby
unquestioned assumptions
lead directly to the
dehumanization of that
which is foreign.

…I considered how one and the same man with the very same mind, were he brought up
from infancy among the French or the Germans, would become different from what he
would be had he always lived among the Chinese… and how, even down to the styles of
our clothing, the same thing that pleased us ten years ago… now seems to us extravagant
and ridiculous. Thus it is more custom and example that persuades us than any certain
knowledge… (56)
Cultures, in other words, do not go through Descartes’ rigorous method for arriving at knowledge by
taking each belief one at a time and examining whether or not it is based on a solid and reasonable
foundation. He is observing that people believe things in a given culture simply because everyone
around them believes these same things too. His example of the fickleness of cultural fashion
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demonstrates that the opinions on which there is usually broad cultural consensus are not actually
built on universal or unchanging truths. In this conception of the world, all cultures are equally
logically valid (or, rather, invalid) because they are all equally contingent on unsound reasoning.
While this may be a pessimistic way of thinking about cultural customs and opinions, it is also
the case that it halts and abolishes the colonialist mistake of viewing European culture as more
knowledgeable, learned, and truthful than that of the colonized. Where Las Casas concludes that
the Indians are fundamentally innocent and impotent because they do not possess the technology
to defend themselves, Descartes would, if he followed his own advice, simply arrive at the conclusion
that these people have chosen to spend their time learning different skills than the Europeans.
While one can only conjecture as to how Descartes might have viewed the Indian peoples,
it is possible to apply his methods to Las Casas’ observations and reach the conclusion that, had he
followed Descartes’ method, he might have been better equipped to achieve the ends he so clearly
desired — namely, the protection and continuation of the Indians as a living and sovereign culture.
Furthermore, because of their generality, Descartes’ statements on the nature of cultural difference
and knowledge can and should be applied vigorously to any situation where a culture encounters a
foreign presence. Following the path that Descartes has laid out, one can envision the ideal traveler:
is aware of their biases and circumspect in proclaiming to know anything about the nature of other
people’s lives.
Works Cited
Casas, Bartolomé de las. A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies. Ed. Nigel Griffin. New York:
Penguin, 1992. Print.
Descartes, René. “Discourse on method and meditations on first philosophy.” Western Tradition II.
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Author’s Note
Doubt can really suck. The experience of doubting something that matters to us — the
future, how we’ve treated those we care about, whether or not we remembered to fix that typo in
our author’s statement — can range from unpleasant to excruciating. Yet, as painful as it can be, we
have doubt for a reason: chiefly, to protect ourselves. What struck me as beautiful about Descartes’
epistemological method is that he envisions how doubt can go beyond self-preservation and actually
help others. For Descartes, doubt is the mechanism by which we can cast off the prejudices and
assumptions with which we are naturally raised. This task is not an easy one, but it is incredibly
important (even more so given what is going on in our country at this very moment). Writing this
essay, was, in many ways, my process of articulating the value of doubt, and, in so doing, finding
some value and redemption in this weird pain that our brain puts us through.
I would like to thank Professor Zach Flanagin for his tremendous aid in helping me refine
my ideas and craft the core of my argument, as well as for his many small edits. Thank you also to
Maddie Campbell for helping me make the final adjustments.
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Finding my Academic Voice
Gaby Rodkopf
I remember my first day of Seminar 102: Western Tradition I for Transfers, like it
was yesterday. My armpits were sweaty from my fear of saying something stupid. My anxiety
prevented me from uttering a single word as the rest of the class discussed “The Ones Who
Walk Away from Omelas.” That was more than two years ago, in the fall of 2014, which also
happened to be my first day at Saint Mary’s. I am now a senior, graduating with a B.S. in Business
Administration with hopes to attend graduate school in higher educational administration,
business, or public administration in the future. On my first day, I had no desire to attend
graduate school. Honestly, I had no desire to read great books, period. I attended college to
work an entry-level job by majoring in Business Administration, a degree that my immigrant
parents deemed practical enough. As the daughter of strict Russian Jewish parents, I didn’t
question their academic suggestions and originally took for granted the value of a liberal arts
education. At that time, understanding “Omelas” was the furthest thing from my mind.
Although I didn’t realize it at first, Seminar allowed me to explore social justice themes
I had never considered before, which became a growing interest of mine inside and outside of
the classroom. Seminar served as a medium for exploring issues of social injustices in texts such
as “Babi Yar” by Yvengy Yevtushenko and Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe through class
discussion and writing. These and many other readings addressed the historical and systematic
oppression of individuals based on gender, race, religion, ethnicity, nationality, or socioeconomic
status. Seminar became a safe space for me to ask large questions related to these issues. How
can passivity contribute to injustice? What makes someone an ally? Most of all, Seminar was
the academic environment that allowed me to find my voice to fully appreciate my Saint Mary’s
education.
During my first semester, I struggled to identify social justice themes in my business
courses. Part of this was due to my initial perception that majoring in business was a practical
step towards a job, rather than a place for academic inquiry and social change. In my three years
at Saint Mary’s, I did eventually encounter courses that satiated my educational interests and
passions. Two of these courses included Business Administration 131: Managing and Leading
Organizations and Accounting 168: Tax Accounting. These particular courses asked larger
questions about equity and fairness in the business setting. I slowly realized that business isn’t
just a practical field to go into; it’s a powerful force for promoting social justice and equity in the
world.
Before I fully felt engaged in the classroom, I had to find my academic voice. I felt
intimidated by the Seminar classroom environment. However, when my Seminar 102 class read
and discussed Toni Morrison’s “Lecture and Speech of Acceptance, Award for Nobel Prize,”
this feeling disappeared. Morrison spoke to me when she wrote “Finally she speaks and her
voice is soft but stern. ‘I don’t know’, she says. ‘I don’t know whether the bird you are holding is
dead or alive, but what I do know is that it is in your hands. It is in your hands.’” (30). When I
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first read this quote the night before, I felt a connection, but couldn’t quite articulate it. It was
only in the middle of class discussion that I was able to put my thoughts into words. I explained
that Morrison pushed the children asking her questions to come up with their own answers
through a process of discovery and life experience, rather than by relying on her for readymade answers. I compared my idea to the Seminar classroom setting, where the professor
doesn’t lecture at students, but engages in the discussion to help students come to their own
answers, which really are in their hands. After speaking up, I suddenly felt relaxed. I realized
that finding my academic voice didn’t require coming into class with a fully-formed statement
written on a piece of paper. Instead, my voice was able to come to me through a process of
shared inquiry and collaborative thinking. All I had to do was closely read the text, examine it
in light of my perspective, and contribute by speaking up. My perspective was validated by my
peers, who appeared more confident about the text after my comments, and by my professor,
who thought my comment raised the bar of that discussion when we spoke in a conference.
Rather than being a passive listener, I learned to become an active listener because of
a small moment of discovering the existence of my academic voice. After this class, I felt more
encouraged to fully participate in Seminar discussions, where I started noting social justice
themes in Seminar texts. Voicing my thoughts that fostered both agreement and disagreement
added depth and authenticity to the Seminar classroom environment. This experience further
encouraged me to voice my opinions and observations in my business classes. Speaking up felt
like I was taking a risk in Seminar 102, but this risk helped me find my voice that I expressed in
all my courses I took for the remainder of my academic career.
In the Spring 2016 term, more than a year after starting Saint Mary’s, I was able to use
my voice to help other students learn. During one lesson in my Business Administration 131:
Managing and Leading Organizations course, a speaker was invited to teach about margins
and mainstreams in the workplace. This was an interactive lesson in which the speaker drew a
circle on the board, writing the word “mainstream” on the inside and “margin” on the outside.
The mainstream represented privileged groups while the margin represented underprivileged
groups. The speaker then had students split into small groups, discuss these two ideas, and
contribute to fill in the outside and inside of the circle with different word associations. We
started generally by throwing out words such as “race”, “ethnicity”, “gender”, and “income”.
She then asked us to consider those on the margins and mainstreams at Saint Mary’s. Students
responded with more identities and associations such as being Catholic, being non-Catholic,
living on campus, being a transfer student, being a traditionally-aged college student, and even
owning a car. I suddenly found myself contributing a variety of answers that brought me back
to my days of discussing power and privilege in Seminar. A student in my small group asked me
to elaborate on some points that I made. When I explained my thoughts to her, I noticed that
she began contributing new ideas to the circle.
This moment was key to helping me see how social justice ideas I spoke about in
many Seminar class discussions are highly applicable to the business world, specifically in a
team setting. We spent the rest of this lesson talking about how diversity in a team makes for
better creativity, innovation, teamwork, and outcomes. This class served as the beginning of me
identifying my social justice interests with business concepts and theories, which helped me feel
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better connected to my major.
Writing and critical reflection further strengthened my voice. One particular essay I had
trouble writing was a textual analysis essay observing gender in Cassandra and Hard Times for my
Spring 2016 Seminar 103: Western Tradition II course. I originally intended for this essay to
compares Charles Dickens’ and Florence Nightingale’s differing views on women in education
and in the domestic sphere. When I reached the end of my writing, I had a realization that
didn’t come to me when I originally planned out my essay. By looking back at both texts several
times and reevaluating my claims, I discovered
that Dickens and Nightingale portrayed two
extreme cases for the role of women that weren’t
reflective of society today. The way I originally set
up my essay made Nightingale out to be the more
progressive thinker on this issue. I changed my
essay to reflect how neither author advocated for
a balance between work and family life. Instead,
they presented scenarios in which women had to
choose between solely devoting their lives to one
lifestyle.
This essay was an academic challenge that made me appreciate conclusions in all my
written work from that point. I came into the assignment passionate about women’s rights,
which is why I observed those two texts. I also felt the need to side with one author. The thought
of contributing my own opinion in the essay didn’t even cross my mind. At the end, I found
that I didn’t actually agree with either author, so I proposed my own argument to counter both
theirs’. This became a crucial learning moment that followed me into my business courses. Part
of my voice involved thinking critically about everything I read so I could generate original
ideas that fell outside of the norm when it came to conducting business presentations and
writing business plans.
I was also able to find my academic voice in classes I had trouble connecting with.
In the Spring 2016 term, I took Accounting 168: Tax Accounting. At first, I saw the tax code
as lengthy, confusingly written laws, which prevented me from being interested in what I
was reading about. This caused me to feel distant from the class. In fact, I, along with other
classmates, failed the first exam. My approach to this class changed when my professor brought
up an important point during a lecture. The day we learned about tax credits, my professor
asked everyone, “What is the significance of the earned income tax credit?” He clearly asked
this question with the assumption that everyone did the long reading assignment the night
before. Nobody answered him. My professor proceeded with a long, impassioned discussion
about how tax accountants, especially those who serve low income families, need to have a
working understanding of social justice issues embedded in tax policy that benefits low income
wage earners. He then referred back to an earlier class reading that concerned the Supreme
Court ruling on The Defense of Marriage Act as unconstitutional. This decision required
new tax legislation that would allow same sex married couples to jointly file their taxes. My
professor’s passion for the purpose of tax law and explanation of the social justice ideas present
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in tax credits made me smile that day. From then on, I put greater effort into understanding
tax code and engaging in the class. Looking back at this class, I see how to better connect to
a subject when it addresses issues of equity. For the first time in my academic career, I had a
chance to read and interpret difficult policy that made me realize how much power lawmakers
have in affecting the daily lives of individuals. For that reason, I yearned to learn more.
Concepts I learned in my business classes seamlessly flowed into Seminar readings.
The business curriculum asks students to identify how advancements in business practices
can make companies more profitable, but it also challenges students to consider the negative,
unethical impacts doing so can have on societies. While my business classes taught these lessons
through theories, cases, and data sets, several Seminar texts illustrated lived experiences of
people disadvantaged by business advancements. The Metamorphosis introduces a man whose
sales job consumes his personal life; “The Communist Manifesto” discusses economic justice
for the working class through the abolishment of private property; Hard Times explores how
individuals become dehumanized by working with machines during industrialization; and Notes
from Underground portrays a man whose low socioeconomic status gives rise to severe mental
health issues. Throughout my three years at Saint Mary’s, I read texts about income inequality
and rough working conditions impacting individuals at different points in history and learned
about modern business practices through courses that explored ethical ways of doing business.
These texts added stories to statistics I learned in my business classes. Finally, as a graduating
senior, I felt as though my business classes provided me with frameworks to observe various
Seminar texts.
One of the biggest fears students have in the classroom is saying something that can be
perceived as wrong. I too came into the Seminar classroom with this very fear, which prevented
me from articulating my own thoughts about “Omelas.” Over time in my Seminar classes,
I learned that everyone has a unique interpretation of a text and that every contribution is
equally valuable. My first few textual analysis essays simply summarized what authors had to
say. Later on, I incorporated my voice on social justice matters in essays, often times disagreeing
with what well-established 19th century authors had to say. In my business classes, I connected
my passion for social justice to the business world and used my voice to help students around
me learn something new. In each of these moments, I stepped into the classroom or assignment
feeling unsure about the direction I was headed in. Eventually, I came to larger takeaways
about the learning I had experienced. Looking back at my education, I understand that finding
my academic voice was a process of taking risks and being okay with feeling uncomfortable.
Works Cited
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Author’s Note
I am a senior Business student at Saint Mary’s graduating in May. My piece is a
compilation of profound learning moments from my Seminar and business classes where I
discovered my passions and academic voice. In my time at SMC, I was involved with the Center
for Writing Across the Curriculum, the Office of Admissions, New Student and Family Programs,
the Collegiate Seminar Department, the Office of Academic Affairs, and the Office of Student
Involvement and Leadership. While I do not mention my student involvement experiences in my
essay, I met staff, faculty, and students who motivated me and encouraged me to make the most of
my education within them. The SMC community played a major role in helping me discover who
I am and who I want to be. I am ready to leave Saint Mary’s with the social justice frameworks
and theories I was exposed to in order to work for an organization whose mission statement and
values I agree with. Before pursuing graduate school, I’ve chosen to spend the next few years
working and gaining life experience. I am looking at jobs in the public or private sector in San
Francisco. I also have plans to join a congregation and attend Hebrew School so I can become
a Bat Mitzvah and learn more about my Jewish roots, something that I didn’t do as a child. I
developed an interest in theology and spirituality after having the chance to take four theology
and religious studies courses at Saint Mary’s.
I would like to thank Professor Julie Park from the Collegiate Seminar Program for
nominating this essay and assisting me with the publication process. Professor Park advocated for
me when it came to my education. We had several conferences bringing my writing to life in this
piece. She has also become a great mentor and friend. Thank you Professor Park!
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A Cursed Bed
Kimiya Shokri
In Sophocles’ classic tragedy Antigone, the titular character is a young woman who stands
up for her beliefs, opposing the will of her uncle and king, Creon. Burying her traitor brother
ensures her death, turning her into a martyr for the will of the gods. Throughout the play,
Antigone seems eager for her life to end, and one might assume that this is because she will gain
glory from her death and overcome Creon’s pride. At times, however, her reluctance to accept
her situation could suggest that it was simply her fate to die without a chance at happiness.
While these are both sound interpretations of Antigone’s attitude towards death, a close look at
the text legitimizes a combination of these ideas. It becomes apparent that Antigone intends to
die, and does so willingly because she already lives a miserable life and acknowledges that she
was cursed from the moment she was born.
No matter who they are or what they have done, it is difficult to cast aside one’s own
family. Antigone in particular finds no trouble in caring for members of her family, often
overlooking their heinous crimes and fatal flaws. As the daughter of Oedipus, the accursed
king who killed his father and slept with his mother, Antigone was doomed to live a life of
shame. Despite his abhorrent actions, Antigone cared for her father, “raking up the grief for
him/ three times over” but was pained by the circumstances that led to “all the doom” that
“struck [her and her family] down” (948-950). It was Oedipus’ deeds that brought ruin and
shame to Antigone and her family, and she was torn between grief and contempt for her father.
In addition to the misery brought upon the family by Oedipus, his wife and mother Jocasta
was also responsible, the shame of her “marriage-bed/ the coiling horrors, the coupling there”
(951-952). She was a mother who slept with her son, and her defiled marriage bed serves as a
reminder of the horrendous acts that took place there. Born from the womb of such an ill-fated
woman, Antigone laments the actions of her “doomstruck mother,” (953) who was guilty of an
incestuous relationship worse than all others. The filth of her mother’s bed made Antigone feel
as though she would never be able to find happiness in her own marriage bed, cursed to have
a life devoid of matrimony. She laments the incestuous relationship between her parents that
has ruined her life, crying out, “Your marriage murders mine, your dying drags me down to
death alive” (957-958). The faults of her parents were out of her control, but had condemned
her from the beginning. “Such, such were [her] parents, and [she] their wretched child” (954)
who felt that if she continued to live, she would only be condemned to live a life as miserable as
theirs. Despite her apprehensions, she prepares for death by “cherishing one good hope:” that
her “arrival may be dear to [her] father” and “dear to [her] mother” (985-987). Only in death
would she be allowed reconcile with her parents and to exist with them in peace.
Antigone knew that she would not be granted happiness in her life because of the
circumstances in which her parents had left her. She accepts that death will force her to be
“denied all joy of marriage [and] raising children” because she would not have had these in
her life either (1010). Not only did she accept that she would never be granted the married life
she wanted, but she also felt very lonely. As a living woman who had been “deserted so by loved
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ones,” she found no other choice but to “descend alive to the caverns of the dead”(1011-1012).
Everyone in her family had either turned their backs on her or died, and so living seemed even
more pointless in its loneliness. In fact, death serves as her escape from the misery that had
such a tight grip on her life. Because of her cursed life, she knows that she would not have a
happy bridal bed, and gives up on the hope that this could have been a possibility. “O tomb,
my bridal-bed,” she says of the cavern into which she must descend, feeling that this tomb is
the closest thing to a bridal bed she will have after having been denied one in life (978). Even
though Antigone is “struck by fate”, it is her fate
to be miserable, not necessarily to die (1011). As
such, she takes the matter into her own hands, and
welcomes death in the midst of desolation.
While Antigone’s actions are heroic and
revolutionary against her uncle, she does not
accept her death solely to become a martyr for the
gods. It is also not her fate to simply die, but rather
to embrace death before a young woman should
have to. The thing that makes Antigone a tragic
protagonist is not her suicide, but the misery and
loneliness she must endure in life. She has been separated from those whom she loves, plagued
by the infamy of her family, and cursed to a life without the joys of a proper marriage bed.
Her situation is desperate, and she realizes that dying is the only way to be at peace. In Antigone,
death serves as an escape from the harshness of reality and the side effects of being a pariah
in society. The way Sophocles describes suicide is not only self destructive but devastating to
all those who are left behind, made evident by the subsequent death of Antigone’s fiancée and
the agony Creon endures as a result of all the carnage. This emotional, painful descent into
despair and acceptance on stage serves as a form of catharsis for the audiences exposed to it.
While the audience might not have experienced the extreme violence and catastrophic family
dynamics found in the play, they would have felt some form of grief and desperation. Rather
than condoning suicide, Sophocles allows the audience to experience the tragedy without
inflicting it on themselves, thus allowing Antigone’s death to serve as a release of this pressure.
The timelessness of this play is evident in its ability to both horrify and comfort audiences,
while exposing them to true tragedy that exceeds the struggles of their reality.

The timelessness of
this play is evident in its
ability to both horrify and
comfort audiences, while
exposing them to true
tragedy that exceeds the
struggles of their reality.
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Kimiya Shokri

Author’s Note
Currently a second-year student, Kimiya Shokri is double-majoring in English and
Theatre. During her first semester of Seminar, her professor Deanna Zibello provided opportunities
to explore the theatricality of various texts in the class, of which Kimiya took advantage when
reading Antigone. She would like to sincerely thank Professor Zibello for encouraging her to write
about what sparked her curiosity and allowing her to explore scripts in further depth. She hopes
to continue to use her skills of analysis to draw further meaning from Seminar texts. By doing so,
she hopes to improve her ability to identify the various interpretations found beneath the pages.
Kimiya hopes to experience more scripts in Seminar that catch her interest and leave room for
further investigation, supplementing her love for both of her majors.
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Call for Submissions
WRITING: We welcome submissions in any genre of prose writing produced as part
of an undergraduate class in any discipline.
Please submit in Microsoft Word or Google Doc format via email to cwac@stmarys-ca.
edu with “The Undergraduate Spectrum Writing Submission” in the subject line, or in person
to the Center for Writing Across the Curriculum (De La Salle 110). Submissions should include
the student author’s name, the professor’s name, the course number, semester, and year, and any
associated prompt or instructions. Writing may be submitted by the student author or professor
by Dec. 31, 2017.
ART: We welcome submissions of original, 2D student artwork—photography, painting,
drawing, printmaking, digital, or mixed media—through Dec. 31, 2017.
Works inspired by Collegiate Seminar texts are encouraged, but not required. Selections
will be made by a jury of SMC faculty, staff, and students. Submissions in JPG, PDF, or PSD
file formats with minimum specifications of 5” x 7” at 300 dpi resolution should be shared
via Google Drive with cwac@stmarys-ca.edu. Please send with message: “The Undergraduate
Spectrum Art Submission.”
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